Hi. Thanks for answering my call for people to interview about Flash games. | 
have a bunch of questions outlined below and the more in-depth your answers, 
the better, but please don’t feel pressured to answer every one of them. 


Please note in this list of questions: when I ask you about “Flash games” 
specifically, | mean the ones released in-browser between 1999 and 2021. If 
you're still making games with Flash, great! I’d like to hear about it. But since 
this book is mainly focused on Flash games in the browser, I’d like answers 
based around that context. 


Personal History 

@ Tell me about yourself. 
I’m Mat Annal, CEO of Nitrome Limited. We made many flash games back 
in the day before moving into mobile gaming and then console and PC. 
Nitrome started with just two of us working from a room in our house but 
gradually grew to a bigger team in an office in London. Over our time 
working with flash we made over 130 games. 

@ What Flash games did you make? 

@ There are too many to list but Bad Ice Cream, Skywire, Rubble Trouble, 


Icebreaker, Final Ninja, Hot Air, Mutiny, Toxic, Steamlands and Nitrome 
Must Die to name a few. 


@ How else were you involved in the Flash community? 

@ What was your first Flash game that you played, and on what 
site? 

What do you remember about the community? How they 
interacted, voted, shared games with eachother? 

What are your favorite Flash games? Both massive and obscure. 
What was your favorite portal and why? Any runner-ups? 

What would you consider your strongest memory of Flash 
gaming? It doesn’t have to be necessarily the best. 

We went to a flash event that was held the day before GDC back in the 
day. It was a big deal us traveling to the US for a conference back then 
and it was surreal how many people knew who we were. We felt like 
celebrities for the day! Then when we went to GDC the day after nobody 
knew us at all so it was a big bump back to earth. We have moved into 
other areas of gaming since and have some degree of popularity but still 


nothing compares to that one day. 
@ Do you remember any portals, users or general stories that a 


casual community member might not know of? I’d love to get 
some more obscure stories into the book. 

| remember Kongregate starting and someone reaching out saying that 
they were going to be the YouTube of gaming and that we should put our 
games there. It was something we heard a lot at the time so we didn’t 
give them much attention but obviously they did go on to be pretty 


significant in the industry. 
@ Overall, what is your favorite part of Flash games, major or 


minor? 


It was a unique time in that once the Nitrome website became our main 
source of income it didn’t matter so much that any individual game was a 
hit. So there became an incredible freedom to experiment with whatever 
we thought would be a cool idea at the time. 


Developing for Flash 
@ What made you consider developing a Flash game? 
I studied Graphic Design at Uni and went into a career making 
websites. At the time there was a lot of flash content being made 
to promote products so | learnt the tools for that and over time 
the content became more game focused. So really it was already a 


skill | had built before starting Nitrome and was natural to take 
that forward. 


@ How difficult was it for you to get started? 
In truth not very as we had some fortunate events that we took advantage 
of. Nitrome started off from some client based work that was offered to us. 
When that dried up we made a game under our own IP to promote 
ourselves and sold licenses. It was not easy but we made enough to keep 
doing it and it grew quite quickly over a few releases. We got an ongoing 
deal to make games sponsored by Miniclip and later MTV wanted to make 
a similar deal which meant we could take on staff and get a proper office. 

@ What was the first Flash game you released, and on what site? 
What do you remember about its release? 
Our first flash game was Hot Air. It was a game about guiding a Hot Air 
Balloon through some spike and trap filled levels using your mouse as a 
fan. It released on several sites as we sold non exclusive licenses to it but 


most significantly was it launching on Miniclip. 


The release didn’t particularly cause any significant shockwaves but it 
paid for us to make more so we always look back on it fondly. It was also 
at that time the first game we ever made in pixel art with is something | 
had wanted to do for years. | didn’t realise then that it would become a 
significant part of Nitromes identity. 

@ What drew you to making Flash games specifically? Did other 
platforms like Shockwave, Unity, Java or so on carry any appeal? 
Unity didn’t exist back when we started so that was not an option. | had 
used Shockwave when | was in University but from working at some Web 
companies Flash seemed to more dominant format so it made sense to go 
that route. We did dabble with a J2ME game when we first started as we 
were interested in getting into mobile but we were unsure how to 
monetise it so it later got remade in Flash. Interestingly Chick Flick was in 
it’s mobile form in Pixels but got made with Vector Art when we remade it 
and is the sole game we did in this style so became a bit of an oddity. 

@ Did you work alone? If not, who did you work with, and how did 
you meet them? 

There were two of us when we started. The other founder was my partner 
at the time so we already knew each other. She handled the programming 


on the early games so with the exception of music we had all the skills 
needed between us. 


Can you give me just a quick, point-by-point overview of how you 
developed games? The technical side of things purely - how you 
program for Flash, how you create resources like graphics & 
sound (if applicable), how functionality improved & things 
changed in later versions of Flash, anything you can think of that 
might be noteworthy or interesting to the nerdy-minded. 

Were there any interesting technical challenges you had to face 
while making a game in Flash? 

What was the development community like? Any forums or boards 
or other sites that are worthy of mention? 

Did you make games as a hobby, on the side, or a full time job? 
Did it ever get ‘serious’, and if so, when? 

When we started Nitrome it was full time from the start but we had 
extremely low overheads and worked way more than the standard working 
hours in the early days to get the games out in a time that we could turn a 
profit. 

What was your first “viral game”, what were the circumstances 
around it, and what was it like inside your head and on your 
site/portal entry when it did go viral? 

I’m not sure we ever had one big viral game. We more collectively made a 
success of the games as a whole. Skywire early on seemed to resonate 
more than others before or immediately afterwards and in retrospect the 
Bad Ice Cream games had a lot of plays but I’m not sure we realised just 
how popular they were at the time. 

Did you ever have a strategy when making games, marketing or 
business wise? Or did you just work on what was fun? 

The magic of making games in flash back in the day was that we really did 
seem to just focus on what we personally found fun. There was no 
particular strategy to it other than our gut feeling that something would be 


cool. We certainly never looked at any stats back then other than loosely 
the overall traffic numbers for the website as a whole. 


What was it like working with Flash portals like Kongregate? What 
sort of deals would you make, if any? Did you ever use something 
like Flash Game License, and if so, can you tell me about your 
experience with it? 

We didn’t do much with Kongregate. Miniclip was a big part of Nitromes 
history though and to a lesser degree MTV Arcade. We had deals with both 
of them to make semi exclusive games for their portals. Later our own site 
would grow enough to support building the games but for the first few 
years the money from these deals was our main source of income. We had 
multi game deals with both of them and they tended to get extended to 
more games far in advance of getting to the end of each deal. 


Flash Game License came about later and we did deal with them and sold 


some licenses through them but they were not so significant to us at the 
time they came about as they would have been to other developers. 

@ How much did the community support you, and how did they 
contribute to your success? 
A lot of people who were into flash games would find us on other sites 
often noticing the pre game stinger animation and follow through to the 
Nitrome website. The site grew and at it’s height totally dominated any 
money we had been getting from licenses. We would get floods of emails 
and fan art from fans and other developers getting into flash. We would 


not be were we are today without such a loyal fan base that grew around 
flash. 


@ Were you around pre-and-post Macromedia era Flash? Are you 
able to draw a comparison between the two companies’ handling 
of the technology? 

We were using flash before Adobe bought it but as we used Photoshop for 


the art and other Adobe tools it did not at the time seem a bad thing that 
Flash would be under the same roof. 


@ Do you think Adobe buying Flash at the end of the day caused 
more damage than it would have if Macromedia hadn’t been 
bought out? 

Probably. It still baffles me to this day that flash has gone the way it has. It 
is still a great tool for making 2d games and still used by Nitrome for some 
things such as cut scene creation to this day as there is nothing out there 
that is as usable. | understand the SWF formats vulnerabilities becoming 
problematic to it’s online use but it could and should have transitioned 
harder to become a more general games making tool that could export to 
more formats. The fact that Unity and Game Maker have grown to dwarf 
flash that was once so big is a testiment to just how willing Adobe were to 
let it die. Even if Apple and the iPhone may have been the instigator to the 
end of flash it is hard to imagine Macromedia would not have fought 
harder to keep the format more relevant. 


The End of Days 


@ At what point did Flash go into “freefall” in the public 
consciousness, in your point of view? 

For us we felt it as soon as the app store launched. We went from 
monthly gains in traffic to monthy losses pretty quickly. | think 
peoples playing habbits just changed as the mobile form factor 
was just more convienient. 

@ Have you ever met anyone blatantly anti-Flash or anti-Flash 
games specifically? Did you try to change their mind? Were you 
successful? 

The whole time we made flash games any game developer that made 
games for any other format would be pretty anti flash. It was never really 
considered to be ‘real’ game development.There is a similar stigma to 
mobile games now but it’s not quite the same as people generally 


associated flash as more of a hobby platform but recognise the money in 
mobile. 


What didn’t you like about Flash as a platform, either during its 
peak or fall? Anything specifically egregious worth mentioning? 
Around what point did Flash stop becoming profitable and/or 
getting enough back to cover development time? Did this make 
you want to stop making Flash games? 

Nitrome really left it too late making the jump from flash and getting into 
mobile. We got in a lot of debt at the worst point which thankfully turned 
around pretty quickly once we did change format. 


It was not an overnight change so it is hard to pinpoint the exact point it 
became unrofitable but certainly a year or two before we stopped making 
flash games. 


When we made our first mobile game Icebreaker it made us a larger chunk 
of money that kept things running for a while and we stubbornly kept 
trying to make flash games along side it. Later though this was no longer 
offsetting things and we had to make a snap deccision to stop all flash 
game development and make all our new games in Unity with mobile as 
the main target platform. 


@—How many people were still playing your games at the end? Did 


you ever find out overall total player numbers? Any thoughts on 
those numbers? 

At our height | believe there were over 1 million players a day just on the 
Nitrome site. Those are amazing numbers that | wish we could reach 


today. 
Any opinions on the state of the indie gamedev industry, and 


what it was like compared to Flash at its rise & peak? 

It is fairly similar but now there are a lot of issues around visibility. I’m not 
sure visibility seemed so hard back in Flash as it does now despite the 
number of games that were being made being possibly similar. Perhaps 


we insulated from how it was though as we got into it relatively early. 
How do you feel about Flash having gone away from browsers? Do 


you miss it? What do you miss the most about it? 

If you could do it all again, would you? 

I’m not sure we would be game developers now without it so absolutely. 
What have you been up to since Flash left the public 
consciousness? 

Nitrome moved into mobile game development and in more recent years 
expanded into Console and PC too. Our latest release Super Leap Day just 
launched on iPhone, iPad, Apple TV and Mac and our upcoming release 


Shovel Knight Dig will be coming to various unannounced formats. 
What do you think of efforts like AwayFL and Ruffle? Do you think 


they might recapture the magic of Flash in the browser if ever 


completed? 
| hope so. We are certainly not ruling against it as we are converting our 
games using this method. 

@ Speaking of recapturing the magic, how do you feel about HTML5 
games today? 
I’m not convinced HTML5 games really are an ideal substitute to flash but 
it does work in a similar way so we are using it. | think possibly people are 
just less interested in playing games in a browser as they once were and 
now the concept of apps and the form factor of mobile is more convenient 
to the end user. Also digital download formats are generally seen as a 
more likely route to success for developers so there is less quality content 
being made in HTML5. 

@—How can we play your games now that Flash has been exorcised 
from most browsers? 
We are in the process of converting our back catalogue to be playable in 
HTMLS5. It is an ongoing progress but the games that are done can be 
played on the nitrome.com website. We are also looking into some other 
options currently to get the back catalogue playable as both a secondary 


option and as a way to retain them being playable while we get there with 
HTML5. 


Our back catalogue is very important to our history so we are very keen to 
keep them playable for anyone who remains interested. 

@ Are you still using Flash for anything in particular today? 
We use it progressively less but we do still use it. It was used to make 
some of the effects in our latest game Super Leap Day and even though 
we now have a Unity based level editor our upcoming game Shovel Knight 
Dig still uses our older Flash based level editor which we used for many of 
our Unity based games. We also tend to use it to mock up movements that 


we want to show to people or to make cut scenes or promotional 
animations. 


@ Anything else you want to say? 


